Introduction
By the turn of the seventeenth century London was a phenomenon, a source of wonder to both English and foreign visitors. Already by far the largest urban centre in England -easily surpassing regional capitals like Norwich, Exeter and York -it was growing extremely fast. Around 1500 it is doubtful whether the city had more than 50,000 inhabitants. Yet counting as part of the metropolis not only the old city of London and its liberties, but also Westminster, the rapidly expanding northern and eastern suburbs such as Clerkenwell and Stepney, and Southwark and adjacent areas south of the river, its population around 1600 had reached 200,000. Sustained by immigration -a net rate of maybe 8000 a year, though there was also much temporary migration in and out of London -the number of inhabitants was almost to double to something over 375,000 by 1650.
2 Did births out of wedlock likewise increase exponentially in this teeming urban agglomeration, a settlement on a scale hitherto unknown in England and in an intricate demographic relationship with its hinterland? Historians have been surprised to find that parish register analysis suggests that it was less rather than more common than in the country, but such evidence raises many questions.
3 Certainly a number of distinctive features may be identified, both of the circumstances in which illegitimacy occurred and the ways in which church and secular authorities, along with ordinary Londoners, responded to illicit conceptions and bastard births. Overall it is a moot point whether metropolitan illegitimacy is best seen as unique or as a variant on the patterns found elsewhere in lowland England.
Illegitimacy in provincial England
Even in the provinces, illegitimacy was by no means a uniform phenomenon. The precise demographic information required to establish illegitimacy rates is lacking. But it is possible to construct illegitimacy ratios by calculating the numbers of births that are either stated, or can be inferred, to be illegitimate, as a proportion of total births recorded in parish registers. For this purpose baptisms, which is what these registers mostly record, usually have to be taken as a proxy for births; 4 and, of course, there are many other potential pitfalls in using for demographic purposes what are essentially ecclesiastical documents, compiled in often unknown but certainly less than ideal circumstances, by fallible and sometimes negligent humans in the remote past. But the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure has taught us that, if these materials are handled with appropriate caution, skill and sophistication, they can yield plausible and certainly highly suggestive results.
5
Broadly speaking rates were higher in the north and west; more particularly, Lancashire and Cheshire display some distinctive features that have as yet been only partly elucidated. 6 In contrast, in lowland England -the east Midlands, East Anglia, the south and south east -in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries the ratio was usually quite low. Admittedly in towns it is common to find somewhat higher rates. But this was not, it would seem, because urban conditions in themselves were conducive to illegitimacy, but because some women who became illicitly pregnant in the country moved into towns in order to give birth, either for purposes of concealment or to seek succour. Whether in town or country the illegitimacy ratio was by no means constant over time. While there were numerous variations, overall it may be said that in the lowland zone the ratio increased in the later part of Elizabeth's reign to peak at about 2.4 per cent in the decade after 1600. Thereafter, there was a marked decline, to below 2 per cent in the 1630s. Nonetheless, as a social phenomenon illegitimacy was not as inconspicuous as these figures at first sight suggest. The ratio is calculated with reference to all births; as a proportion of first births the figure is much higher. 7 To take a less statistical view, the figure of the unmarried mother would have been a familiar sight in many villages in lowland England. She was also of grave concern to local officials. Partly this reflected concern that the cost of supporting the bastard child might fall on the parish. But a more general conviction that illegitimacy was a matter of
